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BRIEF TRAINING TO PROMOTE THE USE OF
LESS INTRUSIVE PROMPTS BY NURSING ASSISTANTS IN
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We evaluated the efficacy of a brief staff-training procedure to increase the use of grad-
uated prompting by 2 certified nursing assistants (CNAs) while they helped to dress 3
persons with dementia in a seven-bed dementia care unit. The multiple baseline design
across participants showed that CNAs dressed residents with minimal resident involve-
ment during baseline observations. Following brief in-service training, CNAs provided
graduated prompts and praise appropriately, suggesting that CNAs can promote active
involvement in personal care routines by older adults with dementia.
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Many older adults living in group resi-
dential homes rely on staff to assist them in
activities of daily living (e.g., eating, dress-
ing, bathing). In some cases, well-meaning
staff may increase resident dependence by
providing too much assistance. Research has
shown the efficacy of the system of least
prompts (SLP) in teaching skills to persons
with developmental disabilities (Jones-Yaden
& Collins, 1997). The SLP involves using
less intrusive prompts (e.g., verbal, gestural)
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before providing physical guidance or com-
plete assistance (e.g., Winborn, Wacker,
Richman, Asmus, & Geier, 2002). A few re-
searchers have used staff training to promote
the use of graduated prompting procedures
(similar to the SLP) specifically during dress-
ing routines by older adults (e.g., Engelman,
Mathews, & Altus, 2002). However, these
studies included lengthy training sessions,
procedures that the staff found cumbersome,
or relied on outside help. The current study
was designed to evaluate the use of simpli-
fied, brief caregiver training to promote the
use of the SLP procedure and to help older
adults with dementia to maintain indepen-
dence.

METHOD

Setting and Participants

The study was conducted in a dementia
care unit of an assisted living facility with a
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capacity for seven residents. Two certified
nursing assistants (CNAs) who worked in
the unit on alternating mornings participat-
ed in the study. Three residents ranging in
age from 76 to 80 years (M 5 78), who had
lived in the facility for 13 to 40 months (M
5 25), also participated. All 3 residents had
been diagnosed with dementia.

System of Least Prompts Training

Each CNA participated in an interactive
30-min training workshop to learn how to
implement the SLP during morning dressing
routines. We began each training workshop
by explaining that the primary goal was to
help residents be more independent in dress-
ing and that this goal could be achieved by
using the SLP. The SLP was taught using the
following directive statements adapted from
Mathews and Altman (1997): (a) Use at
least two less intrusive prompts (e.g., verbal,
gestural, modeling) before using physical
guidance. (b) Time prompts correctly by
waiting at least 5 s before prompting the res-
ident again. (c) Provide a praise statement
within 5 s of the resident successfully com-
pleting a step (with or without assistance).
The researchers first role-played the SLP
procedure while the CNA watched. The re-
searchers then provided feedback to the
CNA as she conducted three additional role-
playing interactions. During the CNA’s next
regular work shift, the researchers observed
the dressing routine and provided immediate
feedback on her use of the SLP. On a daily
basis, each CNA also was instructed to mark
responses on a form posted in each resident’s
bathroom to report whether she had used
the SLP procedure while helping that resi-
dent dress (yes or no) and that resident’s lev-
el of dressing independence (on a scale from
0 for total assistance to 100 for independent).

Observation

The experimental design used in this
study was a multiple baseline design across

participants with CNA use of the SLP as the
primary dependent variable. Dressing
prompts were coded in four categories: in-
dependent (no CNA assistance) (3); mini-
mally intrusive assistance (verbal prompts,
gestural prompts, or modeling) (2); intrusive
assistance (physical guidance) (1); and com-
plete assistance (0). Any verbal statement of
approval of or satisfaction with resident per-
formance made by the CNA was also re-
corded as praise.

The first two authors used a dressing task
analysis to observe the CNAs as they assisted
residents. Observers recorded the most in-
trusive prompt that the CNA used for each
of 14 dressing steps and calculated the me-
dian level of dressing prompts for each ob-
servation session. The observers also record-
ed the number of minutes it took each res-
ident to dress, from the time that the resi-
dent received her first prompt to dress or
started performing any dressing step inde-
pendently to the time the last dressing step
was completed. Observations were conduct-
ed two to six times each week (M 5 3.9) for
9 weeks, and ranged from 13 min to 171
min (M 5 61 min) in duration.

Independent observations of resident and
CNA behavior were conducted during 54%
of observation sessions for CNA 1 and 24%
of observation sessions for CNA 2. Inter-
observer agreement for dressing prompts and
praise was calculated by dividing agreements
by the sum of agreements plus disagreements
and multiplying by 100%. Agreement for
dressing time was calculated by dividing the
smaller number of minutes by the larger
number of minutes and multiplying by
100%. Mean interobserver agreement across
participants was 92% for dressing prompts,
86% for praise, and 96% for dressing time.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 1 shows the median level of
prompts used by each CNA during each
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Figure 1. Median level of CNA dressing prompts provided to nursing home residents with dementia.
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dressing observation session. The CNAs’
median prompting level increased from zero
(complete assistance) during baseline to two
(minimally intrusive assistance) during the
SLP condition. CNAs increased their use of
praise after each step from a mean of 0.5%
per dressing task during each baseline obser-
vation session to a mean of 22% per dressing
task during SLP observation sessions.

In long-term care facilities, caregiving is
often focused on efficiency rather than on
maintaining the cognitively impaired older
adult’s remaining abilities (Jirovec, 1991).
Therefore, it is particularly important to
note that the SLP procedure did not extend
dressing time. Residents spent a mean of 6.7
min (range, 3 to 16) dressing during baseline
compared to 6.5 min (range, 3 to 15) after
SLP training.

It is unclear what role observer presence
might have played in the potential reactivity
by the CNAs. Although we conducted pilot
observations prior to the beginning of data
collection and our observations continued
over a period of 9 weeks, the possibility of
reactivity exists. In addition, it is unclear
whether the self-recording procedure was as-
sociated with the positive outcomes of this
study. We believe that the self-recording pro-
cedure might have served to prompt and re-
inforce use of the SLP procedure.

This study demonstrates that with simple,
brief CNA training on the SLP procedure,
older adults with dementia can become less
dependent on CNAs to dress. With environ-
ments that support opportunities to be in-
dependent, older adults with dementia may
be able to maintain independence for longer
periods. Future studies might examine ways
to maintain CNA performance of proce-
dures that encourage residents’ indepen-
dence and the impact of such procedures on
sustaining physical health in the elderly.
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